
Directions – Carefully read the excerpt from the Federalist Papers and answer the questions in 
your journal. (Support your answers with evidence from the texts.) 
 
Federalist No. 51: James Madison (February 6, 1788) 
 
In order to lay a due foundation for that separate and distinct exercise of the different powers of 
government, which to a certain extent is admitted on all hands to be essential to the preservation of 
liberty, it is evident that each department should have a will of its own; and consequently should be so 
constituted that the members of each should have as little agency as possible in the appointment of the 
members of the others...  
 
But the great security against a gradual concentration of the several powers in the same department, 
consists in giving to those who administer each department, the necessary constitutional means, and 
personal motives, to resist encroachments of the others… Ambition must be made to counteract 
ambition... 
 
…It may be a reflection on human nature, that such devices should be necessary to control the abuses of 
government.  But what is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on human nature?  If men 
were angels, no government would be necessary.  If angels were to govern men, neither external nor 
internal controls on government would be necessary.  In framing a government which is to be 
administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: You must first enable the government to 
control the governed; and in the next place, oblige it to control itself.  A dependence on the people is no 
doubt the primary control on the government; but experience has taught mankind the necessity of 
auxiliary precautions. 
 
…In the compound republic of America, the power surrendered by the people, is first divided between 
two distinct governments, and then the portion allotted to each, subdivided among distinct and separate 
departments.  Hence a double security arises to the rights of the people.  The different governments will 
control each other; at the same time that each will be controlled by itself. 
 

1. Can we rely on government to seek justice and not abuse its power?  Why, or why not? 
 

2. How could it be difficult for a country to govern itself, it if believes every person is born equal? 
 

3. How did Madison think the new American government should divide its power. 
 
	
  


